CHAPTER TWELVE
The Benthamite Doctrine
As a result of the combined teaching of Malthus, Bentham,
and Ricardo, a body of doctrine grew up, which was accepted
by a gradually increasing number of progressive people, both in
the middle class and among working men—though among the
latter, as we shall see, there were rival schools which also
had influence. The views accepted by the followers of the
Benthamites were, in some respects, more crude than those
of the leaders, but in other respects less so. It is worth while
to consider what the doctrine became in the minds of its
popularizers, since it was through them that it influenced
legislation.
The views of the Philosophical Radicals fall naturally under
three heads, economic, political, and moral, and of these three
the economic was, in their case, the most important
The economics of the school were dominated by Malthus.
Until such time as the working classes could be induced to
practise moral restraint, the principle of population made it
inevitable that the wages of unskilled labour should barely
suffice to enable a man to live and rear a family. Where women
and children earned wages, the man's wages would only need to
suffice for his own support There might be moments in the
world's history, after a destructive war or a very terrible
epidemic, when wages would temporarily rise above subsistence
level, but the result would be a diminution of infant mortality
until the population, through increasing numbers, returned to
its previous low level There was, therefore, no point in the
schemes of well-meaning philanthropists, nor yet in relief by the
medium of the Poor Law. Working men who tried to raise wages
by means of strikes and trade unions were utterly misguided.
Communists, who aimed at economic equality, might drag the
rich down, but could not improve the position of the poor, since
increase of population would quickly destroy any momentary
amelioration*

